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ABSTRACT 

School districts are reluctantly paying for repairing 
damage to their properties that might not have occurred had the 
buildings and sites been better designed. A study to determine what 
designers and owners can do to prevent or dimish damage to schools 
through more careful planning and design reveals five major design 
issues pertinent to the problem of property damage in schools. The 
first three, access to roofs, entrances, and predictable rough play 
spaces, relate to the question of access and the proximity of rough 
activities to unprotected windows and fragile hardware. The other two 
design issues relate to the damage-ability of walls and ground 
materials. This report deals with one aspect of the solution-- what to 
watch for when designing new schools. (Author/MLF) 
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School districts are reluctantly paying for repairing a lot of damage to their properties 
that might net occur if the buildings and sites v/ere better designed. Sone of the damage 
is accidental, some is ujiavoidable wear and tear, and some is malicious. All 'these forms 
of damage are usually lumped together and called vandalism and blamed upon Icids who use or 
hang aroiuid schools. The t\;blic Facilities Department of the city of Boston — Robert J.Vey, 
Director^ financed a study to determine vhat designers and owners can do to prevent or 
diminish damage to schools by more careful plarjung and design. This issue of SCHCOLHOUSS 
is based on the study that was directed by John Zeisel, a sociologist in .the Department of 
Architecture at L'arv^ard University. This report only deals with part of the solution — 
vat 'to watch for v:hen designing new schools. Further v/ork is underway on a second-stage 
study jointly supported by El^T and PFD. 

School buildings provide a challenge to kids — a test of their ingenuity to enter or scale 

the bxiilding, and these actions may lead to damage. In law, facilities that invite destructive 

or dangerous misuse — such as unattended sv/imming pools— are termed "attractive nuisances." 

Responsibility for misuse, as well as use, of an "attractive nuisance" legally rests with 
the oijner. Since schoolhouses can be vie\^d as attractive nuisances, school districts and 
their architects must provide buildings that are not easy and inviting targets for ^;t)uld-be 
vandals. 

In addition to -t.^anton damage, property is damaged through norraal rougla play v/hen students 

are unsup3rvised or when school is not in session. Rough inforiaal plf^y shouild be anticipated 

when planning facilities and specif jrlng the materials used in construction, hardware, and 
equipment. 

The need to design facilities that will ol^viate the attractive nuisance ajid the rough play' 
damage emphasizes the irapoortance of being able to predict how school buildings will be 
used. Such predictions can be based on how students use present facilities and caii be 
applied to the use of improved facilities vrhen they become available. If such predictions 
are reasonably accurate, planners can respond to the needs of school users and talce 
resix>nsibility for their decisions instead of blaming the users. 

Vandalism popularly means breakage, defacement, and theft of property. Custodians in some 
cities include theft of tyix) writers, food, and other valuable items from schools in official 
vandalism reports. The Boston study found that people who most frequently deal with 
vandalism use the term to describe miary acts which they either don^t understand, v/nich they 
see as threatening, or which they don't know who else to label. In this report vcuidalisra 
moa^is damage to properly, and it is divided into four categories.. 
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MALiCICUS VANDALISM: A principal gives a student a stern lecture. The student wants to 
retaliate so he breaks a window in the principal's office. The motive is cor^.scious and 
the consequence is a broken window which needs imnediate attention. 

Malicious acts, as the above mentioned, are primarily social,- educational, or legal problems 
and must be dealt with accordingly. In most cases the designer can do little except provide 
more protective screening and stronger locks on doors. It is not primarily a design 
problem. 

MISM.^KED VANDALISM: A basketball court is located next to windows in a school hallway. ' 

Neighborhood teenagers break a window while playing ball. It is an unintentional act, 

but nevertheless the window must be repaired immediately to keep out intruders and weather. 

This type of damage is often called v.andalism by those who repair windows, but it could 
be avoided by predicting the activity and by planning walls and windows (and sometimes 
omitting windows) that can withstand legitimate rough use. 

NON-KALICICUS PROi^^jRTY DAMAGE: Boys playing street hockey spray paint a goal on a school 
wall • 

They are providing something necessary to their game. People walking by, hov/ever, see the 
lines as graffiti and vandalism. Although the boys are conscious that their action might 
be considered destructive to prooerty, they paint to meet what they see as a legitimate 
need. The consequence does not demand immediate repair* Design responses to damage of 
tha.s kind include painting lines on the wrill in the first place or helping the children 
paint their lines neatly, 

HIDDEN KAINTENAHCE DAiMAGE: A designer specifies a strip of low bushes to soften the edf-e 
between a pathway and the school building. At first the bushe,s look attractive, but 
in time they catch debris that is cleaned only when the custodian finds time to wade among 
the buLshes, 

Such problems are seldom, if ever, called vandalism , and hardly ever included in calcu- 
lations of damage costs. To avoid such problems means not using surfaces and plantings 
which show slight damage, and increasing the use of easily maintained surfaces. Some 
reL^earchers have found that poorly maintained areas are more frequentlj'- vandalized than 
those that are cared for. 

Five major design issues pertain to the problem of property damage in schools. The first 
three — access to roof 5j> entrances, and predictable rough play spaces — relate to the 
question of access and the proximity of rough activities to unprotected windows and 
fragile hardware. The other two design issues relate to the damage-ability of walls and 
ground materials. 

Many children see the entire school building as an attractive nuisance — roof,*? in parti- 
cu3.ar are enticing places to play, to be alone, to break into doors, or to play with and 
damage hardware. One countermoasure is to make access to roofs from the ground as difficult 
as posr.ible. 

POSSIBLE DESIG:-i RESPO>ISES; 

^Ensjure there arc no footholds on exterior surfaces. 
^Avoid olacing hardv/are where it provides footholds. 
^Plant unclimbiLble trees and bushes close to a bujlding. 
^Locate climbable planting far from walls. 
♦^Remove built-in footholds from nearby utility polas# 

^Plan v/alls too hir-rh to climb with accessible ladder substitutes such ar, a 

12-ft-long piece of lumber 
^Avoid instaJli/ig unnecesr-ary doors and windows. U:je the same glazing and 

hardware as on the ground floor. VJhcre access to one pai't of a roof is unavoidable 
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•because of the landscaping or is desirable because the roof is to be 
used as a play area, take special care to avoid easy access to other more 
vulnerable roof areas • 
*plan differences in roof heights greater than -^an be reached with a 
12-ft-len{-th of lumber. 

*Avoid hardware on walls — such as lamps — that can be used for footholds. 
*Do not install permanent custodial ladders between roofs » Provide secure storage 
for portable ladders, 
*Avoid parapets and rails that provide easy jumping off points to adjacent roofs# 

Wherever there is an entrance into a school, there is a potential problem in 
keeping people out. Four soecific issues stand out when designing school entrances. 
Does the doorway clearly indicate "stay cut^* when the school is closed; is the 
exterior door hardware really needed; does the panic hardware keep people from 
getting into the building; and, do the doors facilitate shared use of the 
building by community groups and the students? 

Doorways can be designed to be inviting and open, to be closed and foreboding, or to 
convey either meaning at different times. Some school architects feel that major 
doorways present the "face" of t}ie school toward tlie comimity. Therefore, to involve 
the coirjnunity in the life of the school, they design entrances with glass doors through 
which the interior of the building is clearly visible. Unfortunately, inviting doorways 
are often seen as inviting even when the school is closed. Easily broken glass panels 
are the only barrier to the interior hallv/ay. Inviting ent:.^ances are often covered 
with chain-link fencing, pljA/ood, or locked with chains. To avert this eventuality, 
designers should plan the building to clearly indicate when it is open or closed. 

POSSIBIE Dl^SIGrl RaSPOHSES: ■ ' 

Provide sliding or pull-down grilles that cover transparent doorways when the building 
is clofjed. 

Avoid large areas of glass on entrance doors and around entry areas. 

Architects frequently specify locks and handles for all doors in one entrance although 
only end door needs to be unlocked from the outside. Also, secondary exit doors need 
not be accessible from the outside* 

POSSIBLE DESIGM l>}';3;X)riSKS: 

Eliminate exterior hardware on all doors used primarily for exits. 

Eliminate exterior hardi/are on all but one door in a jrailtiple door entrance. A custodian 
can ujilock one vdth a key and open the rest from the inside. 

There is a conflict between the need for school users to get cut in case of fire, and 
the need to keep everyone out when school is- closed. Panic hardvjare usually meets the 
first need, but fails dismally in meeting the second. A coat hanger can often be used 
to open panic hardv/are from the outside. 

POSGIBLP; Dh:SlO]^ RMSi'OMSES: 

Avoid glass panels on and near doors tliat give a clear view of acces5:ible panic hardvjare. 
Glass enables anyone trying to get into the school - either m^iliciously or playfully - to 
see the easily overcome panic lock. 

Specify astragals on all doors with panic hardware to prevent anyone forcing a piece of 
wire ti)rough the crack at the edge of the door. If tliese strips of metal covering the crac 
are not attached when doors are insta]J.ed, custodians will put on a padlocV: and chain to 
lock the fire exits at night. 

VJhen schools are shared with communities in the evenings and on v;eekends, it becomes 
necessary for both sets of ur::ors to separate some sections of the building. Unless 
this is planned ahead, custodians may resort to putting chains through door handles to 
mintain seciudby in their buildings. 
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rOSSIPLE DMoIGK i^ESPOIIfllCG: 

Provide flexible built-in interior gates that can selectively close corridors or rxirts of 
a school whilo otlier mrts, e.g, the auditoriiun, remain open. 

Locate offices near entries so that the staff can see who is going in and out of the 
school. 

Provide places for iaformal raeetinr^s and activities near entrancQ.s and exits. People 
gathering at these places servo as "human locks'^ for the school. 

SOiTiO open spaces around ocnools are officially programmed as basketball courts or baseball 
fields. ''Ithouch wallr, near such aruas should withstand stray balls, scliools often have 
breakable windows within easy reach of a home rim. Similarly, play equipment is often not 
desir,ned to withstand the use to which it ir. nut. Architects seldom realise that a series 
of badly placed d^jnk shots can rip a basketball net and bend the hoop. 

Outside scr.ool hours, teenagers gather around the school building for informal games with 
eqaip-ent they bring from home. An they need is a hard surface large enough to throw a 
ball and a wall to serve as a backstop. 

POSSIBLE d^^JW 

Minimise glacs around play areas. 

Provide surfaces that v/ill boiuice balls back. 

Specify eqj;dp]nent that can v/ithctand rou^h play. 

Install play equii^menc properly. Improper installation invites dara^age, e,g,, a basketball 

hocp set on an angle can be broken when players try to adjusb it. 

Avoid play areas that are not level and have insufficient room around them. 

Specify lines on walls and on gromid to accom;.ioaate all local street gamey; or, woi-k with 

kids to got the lines painted. 

Adj;.icent to many formal an:! infernal play aroa.s are places \7here people sit to v/atch games, 
bo seen hy passers-by, and talk to one another. These areas are distlnsuished by having 
benches, walls, steps or tree stumps to sit on, by being points from which to observe and 
comnient on games nearby, and generally by beins visible to adjacent public areas. 

Property darnar;G occurs in these areas because 3:ids play with nearby hardv;are, thro\f 
cigarettes and soda cans ou. the ^'round, and climb on youn,-; plants, ^uch places look 
vandalised, iiut in actuality they >'-'imply reflect the planning for an inconplete range 
of activities - walliin.^ up stairs but not sitting on tlien, looUng at planters but not 
puttin^^ out cigarettes in them. Realir.ing that such acti\dtics take place, school 
planners can desifjn predictable hanging out areas to minimize da-aage and litter. 

POSSIBLE D-:siaii }?Z3?(yAor.o: 

Avoid hardv;:ire and glaring that can be easily removed or damaged by kids sitting; nearby. 
■Plant trees and bushes that crinnot be easily ncratchad , burned, 0/ broken. 
Avoid plant containers that can of- used as trai^h bas5:ets. 

Provide con\-enient trac-:h containers that do not make burning rubbish att.ractlx-G. 4/ipty 
them regularly. School buildings often provide liidden places that kids use as informl 
clubhouses. Sometimes tliey junt sit and talk there, sonotimes they drink beer (hence the 
nane "watering hole"), or smoke. Tnese places: are not oftlcially sanctioned play 
areas and are often conj.ddereu troub].e spots by custodians and school administrators. 

Property dnma^-c in these places includes graffiti, broken boLtle:.:, harJware, trees, 
win'';ov/:-.,^and bi-eaking and entering. To avoid those conse:]uences, watering holes shoald 
bo identifi-::d early during the de.sign of a school and doLailcd to withstand iuujtained 
and of ten- destructive use and abuse. 
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Treat w:i oer.iii;-; lioL-iS Lliu sama as lianfjin/^-out araas. 
Avoid acc6^y:5iblQ hur-Jwcu^e and fenestration. 

Provide wall cind f:roand sarfacos tb.at can't be written on but ca.n be cleaned and withstand 
other abuse. 

Around ^schools ai'e many f^nuill ,^paci-s just lavco enough for one or two pooplo. ^uch 
niches are created by fire stairs adjaccint to \;alls, deprosscd cntranc-^:s / or delivery dockJ5, 
etc. Kiches are uaed for, ariong other things, prying at wiiadows or picking locks, 
smol-dLng or driroicing. 

POSSIBL!^ OM-Jio:: '■<}i::?0[1'\?::j: ■ 

Avoid unnccef30:iry nichos \:herGVGr possible. 

Specify as little accosoiblo aardv/nre and as fe:^ windows in niches as possible. 

Gr.-iffiti hn3 long appeared j^iodestly on the v/alls of public buildinfrrj, but it got out 

of hand \/h'jn f'.pray p:;.int and aa5;ic narkers c:oo on the market. The \-wX bctveen [;raffiti 
arti.st::> r.nd ^ra ff iti rc.^.overs is esc^latin/- , but dci^i.^^ners should try to understand the types 
locations ■♦nd likely ruvrfaces for greiffiti r-io that they can develop architectural respon.sea 
that are not coinpl^tely defensive. 

Self-orpriosf^iVLi graffiti take3 the forn of anra^s and street nuiaber^, love declari^-tions, 
or verbal at ■l.acVrr^, ^a::ij 5elf-o;:]r?;c;?:;ive f^raffiti are meuirib to be offensive, vdiilc some 
aro an attciiipl: by teenagers and cliildren to comunicatc v.'ibh friondr;, juat af; adults 
do thrcu,j;h nore acceptable channe].s<. Nevi tojich'.'r:; see their nanerj in scriool papers, 
adrdnivntfatorn spnak over the publi.c addresi:^ r>yr;tera, and cucstodian^^ have tlicir namots on 
door?. But viicn ritudentr^ advertise tho:;i3elveo they arc called vandals. 

Decorat:- vo nr^^ffiti are ;:iriiL;r to tho iielf-cxprot^i^ive type but is us',ial3.y more elaborate, 
colorful, cm.?, often does not conta:^.n word^. Graffiti on IJev: York ^ity subway care 
is Ci co/r;bination of dcccrative ar.d scir-o:"p.rc?r?sive. 

. Plan Go;ne \jalls in appropriate rd.acea to attract self -expressive and decorative graffiti. 
Specii'y ;::--.terin1..s for s'lca [graffiti walls that can be easily painted or washed* 
Reiiovc; onj.y abu.'sive {^r^'.-ffiti duriir: maiatenance. 

Lo;rli^ /f- au^ ;-r:..'"ritl a"i;o the Gi:aploGt, yet rvOst often overlooked typ::L: of narlcinn^. '/nen 
line:-; ? '^n-j v.:- *.ri:>::d neatly on pavlnj or on a wall, ajid \.'hon tho.y have a ]rjrp:;ro aucli fis a 
bariketball -"oul lino or r^trirxjC in a parkinr^ lot, they are conr.iciorcd Ic-f^itlnatc. P.ut 
v'hcn c})ildren paint a h.ooky not in tl'ie r:c hool.yard it is called vandalirsn. This typo of 
praffiti can o.ily bo dealt i;ith if plannor^ firct acloiowlodi^e its lof^iti:r.<icy. 

Provide locc^l ctrcot f];roup:^ vrLth otoncil:^ for neatly painting strike zones, noalr: and 
other r-ai.ie lino::.. 

^}*aint ,f:a:::c li^-o:^ on yvllf: and f.:TO\m'3. aurfacec after conr/ultation v;it]i local playeis* 
•"'/.cknowled^a: and accept lcyiti:.:ate {-.raffiti by childrun. 

A lot of acif-'^'-rprev'^nivo and docorat.ivo f^^raffiti tx]vpr)o.Tr, in arcar: vdth hirdi vlc^iblLi.ty to 
tne ftonorcO. public and rv)if-ai;orhood :;breot r;roupr:. Graffiti for the ^teneral public ic 
xu;ual2.y on v'-'-l-'r; near fyxvA'^ and br-ck entrances \;?iieh v;ou.ld bo concidcrad prir.o cor;j;'/jrcial 
advortir.inr: np-aeo. ('rrafJ'iti for ^:troot f:ro'.ip:; f:encrally occia\s r^ear v;hero thoy ii.oot; in 
picV:--.rp ::a:':o arcao, h';.r:;iin;>.OLrc ai'oan, vratoi-ln;-: holer;, and in niclie:;. Graffiti lioro cor'-reo 
as bnth ton^ii.'jrltj. }:ari:i;)f::: ar/J an a rnoano of id»:i;:it;i/'yin:-^ /-roup rv*:]iu:!era* Lortitir.ato 
fn-aj'i Itl occurri primarily in pick-up {■'-•'^'-•'^ ^^'-i forniil play arcar^. 
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Genoivilly , f^ivr.^'.f iti. occur:; on li.'-ht, CTaOoti), r^^/runotrlcally bloclcod-out surface.':, rathor than 
on darkj inJ^rh, .ia:;:.;od :;urfacc:-.. Unfortunatoly , thif3 doos not noan that if all ujIIs in a 
vtitorin^: hole are ciark and rou[^:h there vill be no graCfiti. 

P033I''LK iJSilGi] R:virO:'3)i;S: 

^^Pl.'tji f:j*L'.r7"iti vrallr. around front and back entrioD and in vatcrinr; holes • 

^^Plan for lc;:iti.Mahe f::raffiti in both officirJ. and potentially in'Toiuial play arcan, 

**Frovide srrooth, lirlit, r.\Tir.G trie ally blockcd-out v/all rrarfaces v/hcro [graffiti are predicted* 

Many v;all and r;roun(i ciirfaoeG in and around schools ax-o exti'cniely difficiLlt to r:aintain, 
A lar;-c \x\Tt of tl*o p:/oblon c:-:;.;:: fron not prodictin;; thu norr.ial ur;e and abu:;o ::uoh surfaces 
vill receive, l.'ailr, and coilln.-;;; are highly prono to the ^'epiderdc €^ffect" of vandali;:mo 
If one f'>crii.tch in lo.fo for a Ion;; tine^ OT:e pane of ;-la3S loft b'rokon, or one ceilin/^ panel 
left pashod in, thcro is a hif:h probability that further aamtiiio v.dll occur ciound the sa-nje 
spot* On the other hand, quiclLLy repaired damaf^e is lar?s likely to re-occur* 

'^Sp^^cify o;i3ily an^l i?iex]>CMinivoly repi^irod surface.?.. 

*Use r-rxdl i:all and coilin;; panels and lioep rcplacG:r/jnt panels in stock. 

Avoid easily d;i:;a •cable v:all r.nd coilin;'* naterials 
^^Keep nuick dr;)*in;^ -t.xraoh-uo paint in stocJ:. 
^Use vashablo surfaces vhe rover children ca:i reach* 
^Put ceilinf^s out of kids jrsmnin;;^ or pokinj with sticks. 

Ground iuirfacos are prone to three proble::;-;; Shrubbery collects debris; soft r;.iterinls 
next to heavily used paved a.:rjas are easily d:.i:nap:ed; and people isT^uld rc,ther vcJLk on grass 
than on a bailly placed patavray^ 

•^Specify 7jl-;.:vbinf-; that does not co.llect litter aiid is easy to clean, such a:) trees or bushes 
vAthout tl'iornc. 

-;-'ear active aroa^ specify resilient plantui^ such as bushes instead of stiff, breakable 
pl^^ntin;- like youn:: unprotected trees* 

^ Avoid soft 7.iate rials such as f^rass or floivcrs ir^inodiately adjacent to narrow paths or 
pai-kin;: lot;;., 

^'Accept naturally n^atie short cut path.s. 

Ovjners a>id arciii beets have to rosuend to the five desif:^ issuec-X'oof access, iiifOiTial 
vouch plav pacers, entrances, p.raffiti, \;aliG and surfaees~so t.hat proKrty danc^-e in 
sciiools can be liriteu. llovjevery in addition *to desini rethods, tnei'Vi are also ad.,;inistrati\'e 
find social pre.-^r.^ris that h.ave bi^en used to reduce px'op::rty di-jiiat^o arid K'L and i'l'D \oiild like 
to knov; more about those acLivlties. RoGdors live invited to send descriptions of desi[:ns 
and pz'orT'j-r.r, that are concerned vith school d:;.jr:ar-^o problci::s. 

Urite to Professor Jo?in Zolsel, .'kir^/erd lir." versity, (Graduate Sc};ool of Desir-n, (leorKC Gund 
Hall, /^S :;!ulncy otre^rhj. Ca;abriu;.-o^ Mass, O'.n^^l 

A biblio;^^-ap'^jy cor:piled by ZeLsel vi-ll be st:;nt upon request at the sar.:e address* 
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